Delegate System
To the Editor:
Two hundred years ago in Philadelphia, 55 of our forefathers gathered in the Assembly Room of Independence Hall to develop a meaningful way in which to govern our nation, one that could best represent a growing population. These men were known as "delegates" and they invented a unique system which is now the longest lasting written constitution in the world. The power was not granted by a government to the people , but uniquely granted by the people to the government.
It seems befitting that the American Association of Occupational Health Nurses should hold its 1987 annual meeting in the historic city of Philadelphia, representing 50 states, Canada and many foreign countries. It is appropriate because this year, AAOHN will give its members the opportunity to vote on the issue of the need to change the current system of governance to a delegate or other representative system, for decision -making debate and vote at the annual meeting.
In AAOHN , we are striving for continued growth and development to become all that we can be as a profession . To achieve our " Pathways to Excellence, " we must strive to govern ourselves in such a way that decision -making representation reaches as many of our members as possible. We must look for the best system to fill that need. If we look just at numbers, we know that AAOHN has over 11,000 members and that 500 active members attended the annual business meeting in Philadelphia. This meant that 500 were voting on issues affecting the more than 11,000 members who could not be present. The 500 were there as individual members and did not represent their constituencies in debating and voting. Before this year, attending members were not aware of the agenda . No prior preparation could be made and voting on issues was done largely by uninformed members. This is not criticism , but just the way things were.
True democracy recognizes the rights of all men and women and educates them to think for themselves . Our Association has become too large to gather all of our members in one place to conduct business . We look for the best way to inform and represent the members. As leaders and educators, we must think beyond today. We have a unique and serious responsibility to make sure that we are informed about the issues so that we can debate and vote intelligently. How can we reach those heights of "Pathways of Excellence" if the majority of members haven't a clue regarding the issues we are asked to vote on?
When decisions are made which affect large numbers of people and when those people are not involved in those decisions , then decision -making is being controlled by a small percentage of the membership. This quickly and quietly slips from a democracy to an autocracy and we find it nearly impossible for the voice, needs and rights of a people to be heard.
In December, when the straw vote is included on the ballot, AAOHN members will have the opportunity to vote whether AAOHN should develop a delegate or other representative system of governance. Elected delegates would represent all constituencies, would be knowledgeable about the issues , could intelligently debate and vote on those issues. Once the membership has approved a delegate or other representative system, a plan for implementation would be developed to include: how many delegates per constituency, how delegates would be elected, financing , briefing of delegates, and attendance at meetings. The plan would be submitted to the membership for discussion and approval.
And so, Philadelphia is not only steeped in the history of our forefathers developing a truly representative democratic government, but has now added to this same history, a group of nurses who are motivated much as our forefathers were. This is a group of proud, dedicated, trustworthy, caring, challenged, intelligent, and hard working nurses that supports the democratic principles of equal representationpower granted by the people to the governance of their Association.
So, what's a delegate system , and what makes it better than our present method of governance? The delegate system is a form of governance where every member is represented through his/her own elected delegate, and the voice of the people can be spoken and debated. In addition, many members do not have the opportunity to attend the AOHC, and many that do attend do not go to the business session. A delegate voting and discussing key issues could have a profound effect on much of the apathy present now at the grassroot level. It will teach us not only to think and debate, but also that it is our grave responsibility to do so .
When you cast your vote in December, whatever your decision is, do it with an open mind that looks beyond today and toward how you want your professional association to be governed.
